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Introduction

			When Prometheus stole fire from the gods and gave it to mankind, he hid it in a stalk of giant fennel. Ancient Greeks waiting to question the oracles were given cannabis as part of their cleansing rituals. A quince fruit started the Trojan War. The goddess Demeter was so distraught when Hades kidnapped her daughter that she caused winter to blanket the earth, killing all plants. 

			In Greek mythology, plants were used for tools, intoxication, warfare, food, medicine, magic, and rituals. Some of those plants were real and still exist today; some of them are mythological, with powers we can only imagine. One very special plant was believed to be extinct for millennia, but modern lab techniques, combined with relentless exploration, have led to an intriguing discovery that may rewrite botanical history.

			Mythology is fiction. Mostly. The fantastic adventures, the larger-than-life heroes, the epic romances . . . these capture our imaginations. We know they aren’t real, but there’s a part of us that wants them to be. And often, buried deep inside the mythological details, there’s a grain of truth.

			There’s a reason we read these stories over and over again, thousands of years after they were written. They are compelling, emotional, dramatic, and seductive. They may seem to be about immortals, but at heart they are intensely human, depicting triumph and failure, desire and despair. And when you combine the mythological with something as real and grounded as plants, it makes those original myths ring true.

			Exploring these legends through the lens of horticulture brings us closer to understanding why these narratives were so important to the people who created them. Plants bring the stories down to earth. And knowing that some of the plants actually have the powers and properties extolled in the myths makes these accounts more immediate and real. Would you like to use yarrow, like Achilles, to stop a cut from bleeding when you don’t have a bandage? Maybe you’ll harvest chaste tree fruit, like the Athenian women did, and use them to ease the symptoms of PMS. You may end up planting an entirely mythological garden, filled with herbal remedies, tasty fruit, and beautiful flowers.

			Even the entirely fictional plants are interesting. Will you ever cast a spell by throwing a golden apple at your beloved? Probably not. But now that you know it’s a thing, don’t you want to know more? 

			Who were the Greek gods?

			While the Olympians, so named because most of them lived on Mount Olympus (Hades lived in Hades, another name for the underworld), are the best-known gods of Greek mythology, they were actually the third and fourth generations of immortal beings in the Greek pantheon. In the beginning there were Ouranos and Gaia, i.e., the Heavens and the Earth. Their children, the Titans, included Kronos and Rhea, a pair of married siblings. Kronos castrated his father and took his throne; then, fearing one of his children might do the same to him, he ate each child as soon as it was born. An angry Rhea tricked Kronos by swaddling a stone and presenting it to Kronos as newborn Zeus. Zeus was hidden and raised on the island of Crete and eventually forced his father to vomit up his brothers and sisters, who emerged fully grown and intact. The war of the Titans ensued, which was won by Zeus and his siblings. Kronos was sent to Hades and never heard from again. 

			Zeus was king of the Olympians. He ruled the Heavens and the Earth with lightning and thunder, and his numerous infidelities (with mortals of both sexes, nymphs, and goddesses) made Hera—his wife and sister—insanely jealous. 

			His siblings included Hera, goddess of marriage and family, and Zeus’s long-suffering and often vengeful wife; Poseidon, god of the ocean; Hades, god of the underworld; Persephone, goddess of the harvest; and Hestia, the often overlooked goddess of the hearth. Hestia was eventually replaced as an Olympian by Dionysus, god of wine and son of Zeus with the mortal Semele. Aphrodite sprang spontaneously from the foam produced by Ouranos’s genitals, after he was castrated by his son Kronos.

			The rest of the Olympians were children of the original six. Athena, goddess of war and wisdom, was born from Zeus’s head, without input from a mother. Hephaestos, god of fire and metalworking, was born to Hera without input from a father. Ares, god of war, was born of Hera and Zeus. The twins Apollo, god of music and light, and Artemis, goddess of the hunt, were children of Zeus with the Titan Leto. Hermes, the messenger of the gods, was the son of Zeus and Maia, a nymph.

			Also immortal, but nowhere near as powerful as the Olympians, were many minor gods and goddesses. The three Fates determined how long mortals would live and under what circumstances they would die. Each of the four winds was a god. Helios was the god of the sun, Selene was the goddess of the moon, and Iris was the goddess of the rainbow. Nemesis was the god of retribution, and Morpheus was the god of dreams. Basically there was a god or goddess for everything. 
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			Some nymphs were immortal, while others were merely long-lived. There were thousands of them, including tree nymphs (dryads), sea nymphs (nereids), freshwater nymphs (naiads), and mountain nymphs (oreads). Some nymphs were tied to a particular place or thing in nature, and when that thing died, so did the nymph. Nymphs were always female, and while they couldn’t all make magic on their own, many of them had a direct line of communication with the big twelve. 

			What makes a hero a hero?

			Sometimes the main characters in myths are heroes, not gods. Often a bit of immortal blood ran through the veins of a hero, and while this may have conferred some kind of superpower, it did not make a hero immortal. Any amount of mortal blood in the family tree conferred mortality on subsequent generations. In fact, mortality may be a requirement for being a hero, for it is the combination of heroic deeds and some kind of tragic, perhaps avoidable, death, that makes these stories memorable. 

			Herakles was the son of Zeus and the human Alcmene. He was most famous for accomplishing the Twelve Labors, seemingly impossible tasks he had to perform to atone for murdering his wife and children. (It wasn’t his fault—Hera cursed him with madness.) A demigod by birth, Herakles begged for death after being poisoned by his second wife. He built his own funeral pyre and threw himself upon it to end the pain caused by the poison. Only after he had died did Zeus immortalize Herakles and bring him to Mount Olympus. Herakles had to suffer a painful, mortal death despite his father’s immortal blood. 

			Achilles was the son of the mortal Peleus and Thetis, a sea nymph. Thetis tried to confer immortality on Achilles but because his father was mortal, this was impossible. Achilles knew he was going to die, but unlike most of us, he had a choice as to how. In book 9 of the Iliad he tells us that Thetis showed him two possible fates: a short life where “glory never dies” or a long and unremarkable existence. By nature heroic, Achilles chose the path to glory.  

			Odysseus, on the other hand, was mortal through and through, albeit more clever than most. He conceived of the Trojan horse, slew the Cyclops, and traveled to Hades and back. He could not, however, save his men, and he returned to Ithaka alone, after a ten-year journey. Nor could he save himself. Warned that his death would come from the sea, Odysseus died at the hands of his unknown son (by Circe), who was armed with a spear tipped with the poison of a stingray.  

			Many Greek heroes were worshipped after they died, with cults formed around their personalities. Shrines were built for Herakles, Achilles, and Odysseus, among others. We still remember them today, but to consider them equal to the gods would certainly incur the wrath of Zeus.

			Who wrote these stories?

			Many of us were taught that Homer wrote the Iliad and the Odyssey. We were told he was a blind poet who composed and recited his epic poems, traveling through Greece several hundred years after the Trojan War. Alas, this simplified biography is no longer universally accepted. Today’s scholars agree that these epic poems were passed down through the oral tradition, and that multiple poets contributed to them until they were finally written down.

			While this may be a question of burning importance for classicists, establishing authorship is less relevant to our exploration of plants in mythology. There are often multiple versions of individual myths, each interesting in its own right. Different authors tell the same story, adding their own spin to a familiar tale. A list of all the authors referred to in this book can be found at the back of the book, along with the titles of their most famous works and the dates they lived.

			Speaking of dates, the stories gathered here date primarily from 800 bce to 200 ce. Just as we divide our modern eras into things like “the industrial revolution,” “postwar,” and “the information age,” we also have names for the different eras of ancient Greece: 

			
					
The Archaic Period (circa 750–480 bce) includes the poets Homer and Hesiod. These are foundational authors, credited with establishing the original Greek mythology. 

					
The Classical Period (479–323 bce) falls between the Persian War and Alexander the Great’s invasion of Asia. The most famous Greek writers during this period include the historians Herodotus and Thucydides, and the playwrights Aristophanes, Euripides, Sophocles, and Aeschylus. 

					
The Hellenistic Period (322–31 bce) begins with the death of Alexander the Great and ends with the Battle of Actium and the collapse of the final existing Hellenistic kingdom (Ptolemaic Egypt, ruled by Cleopatra). The historian Diodorus Siculus wrote his forty-volume Bibliotheka Historica during this time, and several Roman authors, like Ovid and Virgil, wrote about Greek mythology during the same era. 

			

			These writers not only tell stories, but also give us insight into how the ancient Greeks viewed their mythology. As with any religion, some followers took the stories literally, while others saw them as allegorical. Greek mythology was used to teach lessons, explain the unexplainable, and even to manipulate the population. 

			Where was ancient Greece?

			Today Greece is a small country in the eastern Mediterranean. It’s home to more than 10 million people and a vacation spot appreciated by historians, beach lovers, and drinkers of ouzo. But in the first millennium bce, Greek exploration established colonies throughout the Mediterranean and around the Black Sea. These colonies included, at various times, parts of Italy, France, Spain, Egypt, Turkey, Libya, Yugoslavia, Croatia, Montenegro, Serbia, Albania, Bulgaria, Romania, Macedonia, Georgia, Russia, Ukraine, and Moldova. This was known as Magna Graecia, i.e., Greater Greece.

			As the populations of Greek city-states grew, people ran out of land to cultivate and places to live. Locations for new colonies were chosen based on which raw materials could be exploited and exported, as well as on strategic placement for safe, long-distance trade routes. Often a city in Greece would send a group of colonists off to establish a new city, which would remain closely tied to its mother city. Those relationships didn’t always last. Mother cities required tax payments, military service, and exclusive trade agreements, which often inspired rebellion. 

			The expanded geographical area of ancient Greece in its prime meant that ancient Greeks had access to many more plants than can be found in Greece today. Valuable plants, like cannabis and silphion, were imported from distant lands; ingredients and recipes for medicines and poisons, like myrrh and nepenthe, were copied from colonized peoples; and herbs and fruits, like sweet apples and quinces, were imported and added to the Greek diet. Considering the vast geographical differences between the steppes of Russia and the Nile Delta, both colonized by Greeks at one time, it’s no wonder so many different plants made their way into Greek mythology.

			Two more things . . .

			There are never enough pages in a book to include everything, and I haven’t been able to include citations for my sources here. But trust me, I’ve kept track! If anyone is interested in the research, you can find the citations at: mythicplants.com/citations.

			Also, the names of places, heroes, and written works in this book are usually spelled the Greek way. Until recently, these spellings were Romanized, but modern transliterations try to come as close as possible to the spellings in the original language. For example, there is no “c” in Greek, so Heracles is Herakles and Ithaca is Ithaka. In instances where I’ve quoted from older translations, you’ll find the outdated, less accurate spellings. I promise it’s not as confusing as it sounds. 

			So sit back and let me tell you a story. Or several stories. About powerful plants from the Gardens of the Gods.
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Intoxicants


			Grape

			Barley

			Mandrake

			Flying Herbs

			Cannabis

			Opium Poppy
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			Grape 

		

	Vitis vinifera

			While the ancient Greeks enjoyed the occasional grape or raisin as a snack, they mostly cultivated grapes for making wine, which was an essential part of Greek culture, a gift from the god Dionysus. Dionysus has two origin stories. The lesser known casts him as Zagreus, son of Zeus and Persephone (making Zeus both his father and grandfather). In the Dionysiaca, Nonnus, a Greek poet from the fifth century ce, describes the seduction. Zeus disguised himself as a dragon and came to Persephone in the night. “He licked the girl’s form gently with wooing lips. By this marriage with the heavenly dragon, the womb of Persephone swelled with living fruit, and she bore Zagreus the horned baby.” Hera was not pleased and ordered the Titans to chop up Zagreus and eat him, which they did. But Athena stepped in and saved Zagreus’s heart, which Zeus somehow magically implanted in the mortal Semele, who gave birth to Dionysus 2.0.

			Speaking of Semele, most scholars agree that she was the mother of Dionysus. Once again, Hera was jealous (because Zeus had fathered yet another illegitimate child) and plotted to kill Dionysus. She pretended to befriend Semele and suggested that she should ask Zeus to show himself to her in his true form as a test of his love. Of course, the glory of immortal Zeus was more than poor Semele could stand, and she burst into flames. Zeus ripped Dionysus from her womb at the last possible moment and sewed him up in his thigh until it was time for Dionysus to be born. By doing this, Zeus became both father and mother of Dionysus, making it possible for Dionysus to be fully immortal. Remember, even a drop of mortal blood makes it impossible for the child of a god to be immortal. 

			Some scholars argue that Dionysus originated in India or Phrygia or Thrace. But evidence from Mycenae shows his name written in Linear B script on clay tablets (the oldest known example of written Greek), proving that he was known as a Greek god at least as early as circa 1400–1200 bce. He wasn’t one of the original twelve Olympians, but several versions of his story say that Hestia (goddess of the hearth) graciously stepped down and gave him her place on Mount Olympus. 

			So how did Dionysus become the god of wine? The grapevine is named for Ampelos, a Thracian youth whom Dionysus loved. Ovid tells us in Metamorphoses that Ampelos died picking grapes, but a more interesting version of this love story is recounted by Nonnus. In his very long poem about Dionysus, he tells us that Ampelos was riding a fierce bull when he insulted Selene, goddess of the moon. She caused the bull to gore him to death. Dionysus was bereft, so much so that Atropos (one of the three Fates who decided how long mortals should live) had pity on him and turned Ampelos into the first grapevine, making him immortal . . . in a way. When Dionysus drank the wine made from Ampelos’s vine, he rejoiced, knowing that Ampelos would always be with him. Wine eased Dionysus’s sorrow and the sorrows of all who drank it. 

			Dionysus gave the gift of wine-making to an Athenian named Ikarius who had shown the god hospitality. (Hospitality was very important to the ancient Greeks. See “Linden.”) Ikarius shared his wine with some nearby shepherds, but no one had ever drunk wine before and no one knew what it felt like to be drunk. So when the shepherds became intoxicated, they believed Ikarius had poisoned them, and they killed him. 

			Perhaps that is why it was considered barbaric to drink full-strength wine in ancient Greece. Wine was almost always diluted with water at varying ratios, most commonly one part wine to three parts water. This made for a much less alcoholic, much less murderous brew.

			In the Odyssey, Odysseus joins “the men at their wine drinking” and Telemachus invites him to “drink your wine in the men’s company.” Almost a millennium later, Plutarch, writing about the symposia (famous meetings where Athenians gathered to eat and drink and solve the world’s problems), said, “Wine inspirits some men, and raises a confidence and assurance in them, but not such as is haughty and odious, but pleasing and agreeable.” 

			Alas, in ancient Greece, not everyone was allowed to enjoy the gift equally. Greek men believed that women were inclined to drunkenness, and the famous symposia were pretty much male-only affairs. Women were allowed to participate only as servers, prostitutes, entertainers, and flute girls (who were almost exclusively enslaved). As far as the Odyssey goes, the closest any woman got to wine was preparing a beverage bowl for her lord and master. 

			Perhaps if women had been allowed to drink in social contexts, they wouldn’t have become maenads, the frenzied followers of Dionysus. You didn’t mess with the maenads. These were women who abandoned their womanly duties to follow the god of wine. They drank, they danced ecstatically and sensually, and if you disrespected Dionysus, they wouldn’t hesitate to tear you limb from limb. 

			In addition to being an intoxicant, wine was used medicinally in ancient Greece; the Hippocratic texts prescribed it for multiple uses. Externally it was used to treat wounds and fractures, to make a poultice for hysteria, and to soothe an inflamed rectum. Postpartum diarrhea was treated with a mixture of dark wine, grapes, pomegranate, goat cheese, and flour. Men who wanted to father children were told to drink undiluted, dark wine, but not so much as to get drunk.

			The wild grape is native to many parts of Greece, and archaeological evidence dates grapes in Greece to the Pleistocene, which ended more than eleven thousand years ago. In northern Greece, a series of grape seeds dating from approximately 4500 to 2000 bce shows the shift from wild grapes to cultivated grapes. Viticulture was well established in Greece during the Bronze Age (approximately 3000 to 1200 bce). Around 300 bce, Theophrastus wrote extensively about cultivating grapes, giving readers advice on how to propagate and plant different varieties. 

			[image: ]

			Some modern oenophiles disparage Greek wines, but it was the Greeks who first introduced viticulture to the Romans (by the middle of the second millennium bce), and then to Marseille (in modern-day France), which the Greeks founded circa 600 bce. Today Italian and French wines are both far better known, but modern Greek wines are gaining recognition and respect. Several millennia-old Greek grape varietals are being used to make modern, award-winning wines, and countries including South Africa, Australia, and Italy are planting these same varieties of grapes. You can even buy yourself a bottle of the same red wine (Limnio) Odysseus used to get the cyclops Polyphemus drunk before blinding him with a spear. Just be sure to stay away from sharp objects. 
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			Barley 

			

			Hordeum vulgare

			Demeter was the goddess of the harvest, the mother of Persephone, and the giver of all grain. She may also have been the inventor of horchata. Modern horchata, often made with barley, is associated with Spanish-speaking cultures, but the word horchata is derived from the Latin word for barley: hordeum.

			In ancient Greece the barley-based beverage was called a kykeon, which means a mixed drink. Some kykeons were wine based, but Demeter’s kykeon was barley based. This kykeon was not only a refreshing beverage, it could also be a mighty intoxicant. And the kykeon was an essential part of the Eleusinian Mysteries, the celebration of Persephone’s return to earth (see “Narcissus”). 

			The Eleusinian Mysteries took place in the town of Eleusis, which is where Demeter stopped as she searched for her daughter, who had been abducted by Hades. While in Eleusis, Demeter, disguised as an old woman, agreed to care for the king’s child. The child’s mother offered Demeter a glass of wine, which Demeter refused. It was improper for her to drink wine since she was in mourning for her daughter. Instead, she asked for a special kykeon made from water, barley, and pennyroyal. While that may not sound appetizing initially, remember that today horchata is a refreshing beverage made from either barley, rice, seeds, or chufa tubers, combined with water and sometimes also herbs and spices. 

			The Eleusinian Mysteries were a festival open to all Greeks except murderers and barbarians (the ancient Greeks labeled anyone who didn’t speak their language a barbarian). For nine days in the fall, thousands of people celebrated the reunion of Demeter and Persephone and the beginning of the growing season. The Mysteries were sometimes described as orgiastic, but revealing the details of the ceremonies was a capital offense so we have very few specifics about what went on at Eleusis. 

			We do know that the ancient Greeks weren’t kidding about keeping the Mysteries mysterious. In 415 bce a huge political scandal swept Athens involving the mutilation of the herms (stones sacred to Hermes, carved with faces and phalluses) and the profanation of the Mysteries. Private citizens were accused of reenacting the Mysteries in their own homes, dressing up as priests, and perhaps even serving the kykeon. It is not hard to imagine a group of men, intoxicated from drinking kykeon, going out and raising hell with the herms. If this was indeed something resembling a fraternity prank, it did not go as planned. Executions ensued. 

			While the profanation of the Mysteries was well documented, the contents of the kykeon were not. Historians agree that the kykeon was an essential part of the ceremonies, consumed after three days of fasting and a night of dancing. And because the Mysteries have so often been described as ecstatic, many historians believe a hallucinogenic substance was included in the recipe along with the barley, water, and pennyroyal. 

			Perhaps a psychoactive ingredient did bring participants in the Mysteries to a state of ecstasy. They reported feeling one with the gods and believed their souls were immortal. Death was merely a temporary stage in the cycle of life, something to pass through, not something to be feared. Like Persephone, they would die and be reborn. It’s also possible that after three days of fasting and dancing all night (basically an ancient rave) people were already in a state of altered consciousness. 

			Nevertheless, it’s not unreasonable to suggest that a drug was involved. While some scholars believe opium may have been an ingredient in the kykeon, it would have been difficult to provide enough opium for the thousands of participants that came to Eleusis every year. The most common poppy in Greece was the corn poppy (Papaver rhoeas), which has no psychoactive properties. 

			Ergot, however, is a strong candidate for the kykeon intoxicant. It grows on more than three hundred different species of grass (grains are in the grass family) including barley and has a fascinating history. Ergot poisoning killed tens of thousands during the Middle Ages in Europe and is believed to have been partially responsible for the Salem witch trials. Consuming grain infected with ergot can cause hallucinations as well as the physical tremors and trances that make people appear possessed. While ergot does have a medicinal history (as both an abortifacient and to bring on childbirth), the dosage can be difficult to calculate since different species of ergot contain different levels of alkaloids. Long-term ergot poisoning can produce hallucinations, convulsions, and painful death. 

			Ergotamine, a chemical found in ergot, is currently used in very small doses to treat migraines and cluster headaches, usually in combination with caffeine. It is also a precursor to the synthesis of LSD, which is used therapeutically today to help terminal patients cope with their fear of approaching death. The kykeon did something similar for the participants in the Mysteries. After the ceremony, participants reported accepting death as part of the cycle of life rather than a terrifying event. 

			Today, barley is most often used for making beer and animal feed, although some is grown for human consumption. Fortunately, ergot is no longer a common agricultural problem. There is no fungicide effective against it, but better cultural practices have been developed that reduce its occurrence. 

			So make yourself a batch of ancient horchata with some modern-day (ergot-free) barley. You may not become one with the gods, but it’s important to stay hydrated. 
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Mandrake 


			

			Mandragora spp.

			Rumors about the magical powers of mandrake root have circulated from the time of the ancient Greeks through today, when Harry Potter and his pals transplant screaming mandrake roots at Hogwarts. Lest you think this makes mandrake a fictional plant, think again! Mandrakes are real, although the efficacy of some of their purported uses may not be. 

			Historically, mandrake (Mandragora spp.) has been used medicinally, most importantly as an anesthetic. Aristotle says mandrake is used to “induce sleep” and Plato describes it as a stupefying agent. Hippocrates suggests it for relieving suicidal thoughts, and Dioscorides lists dozens of applications for mandrake, including using a cupful to anesthetize surgical patients, mixing twenty grains of mandrake juice with honey and water to expel phlegm (although he cautions too much will kill), using five grains as an abortifacient, and mixing mandrake with water to cure scrofulous tumors.

			Theophrastus, too, describes mandrake as a multipurpose medicine, used to treat gout, sleeplessness, and bacterial infections of the skin. He details the generally accepted wisdom on how to harvest the powerful mandrake root, but not before telling us that “the following ideas may be considered far-fetched and irrelevant.”

			Thus it is said that one should draw three circles round mandrake with a sword, and cut it with one’s face toward the west; and at the cutting of the second piece one should dance round the plant and say as many things as possible about the mysteries of love.

			The last phrase above connects mandrake with love potions, and indeed, Aphrodite was sometimes known as Mandragoritis—She of the Mandrake. 

			The association of mandrake with aphrodisiacs was further supported by the shape of the plant’s thick taproot. The root is often divided into two parts that resemble human legs. Irregular bumps and protuberances on the root were interpreted as breasts and/or genitalia. The idea that mandrake root could be used to promote lust and fertility carried into the seventeenth century, when John Donne instructed readers to “get with child a mandrake root.”
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